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Chapter 9 
Cultural heritage and the global 
environmental crisis 
Colin Long and Anita Smith 
In a book about heritage and globalisation there can perhaps be no more relevant 
issue than climate change. Climate change leaves no nation untouched, although 
some will feel the impacts more than others. Despite - perhaps because of - its 
global significance, efforts to deal with climate change have taken on many of the 
characteristics of the global system: international agreement is difficult to achieve in 
the face of governments' efforts to ptotect their own perceived national interests; 
history, particularly the unhappy record of Western exploitation of the developing 
world, and the differential history of national industrialisation, weighs heavily, if 
often unspoken, on negotiations; global disparities of wealth and development 
opportunities shape national attitudes and condition responses; ideological differ-
ences run like scarcely concealed fissures thtough international forums; other chal-
lenges - economic crises and perceived international security threats - continue to 
draw heavily on the resources of national governments and international agencies 
and distract from the urgent need to address both the causes and effects of climate 
change. 
In the rapidly expanding discourse about heritage and climate change we can 
already discern certain patterns that replicate existing social, economic and political 
relations, as well as existing approaches to heritage practice: much of the best work 
is coming out of Europe; most of it is concentrated on tangible heritage, and is site-
specific; and there is a heavy emphasis on technical responses to climate change, 
with a focus on understanding the physical threats and working out how to deal 
with them. For example English Heritage (2008) has recently released a report 
arguing that retention and conservation of the historic built fabric rather than con-
struction of new dwellings, along with the upgrading of the energy efficiency of 
traditional buildings, is an important mitigation measure, assisting in meeting tar-
gets for reduction in CO2 , The report also details the potential or likely impacts on 
the historic environment of predicted increasing temperatures and variability in 
rainfall patterns and associated storm events. Coupled with increasing coastal erosion 
these environmental impacts threaten historic buildings and archaeological sites 
through, among other things, heightened risk of flooding, ground subsidence and 
the accelerated decay of stonework. The warming climate is also likely to make some 
of Britain's historically significant tree plantings and gardens difficult to conserve. 
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The 2008 report follows the publication of a series of guides, including ones on 
shoreline management planning and historic heritage (English Heritage 2006); 
improving the energy efficiency of hisroric buildings (English Heritage 2007) and 
case studies on the effects of wetting and drying on historic fabric (Cassar and 
Hawkings 2007). 
These and other similar programs are making a strong contribution ro debates on 
mitigation strategies; developing a corpus of such information will be essential ro 
conservation in the coming decades. However, they build on the existing, well-
developed and institutionalised heritage conservation and management processes in 
the developed world. In this chapter we wish ro look beyond this technical, site-
specific or impact-specific approach ro the cutrent and predicted effects that the 
global environmental crisis is likely ro have on cultural heritage in general. In this 
we emphasise the effects of climate change on cultural heritage in the broadest 
sense, on intangible heritage and in fact, in the case of many small island states, for 
instance, on whole cultures. We recognise that while technical approaches are useful 
in the conservation of fabric, on their own they fall short of protection and con-
servation for much of the heritage of the developing world and retain too much 
control in the hands of heritage or climate change 'experts'. This encourages an 
approach that says: climate change will have the following effects on the environ-
ment in the area that your heritage site is located; you should introduce the fol-
lowing technical measures to cope with it. In some cases, for specific sites, this may 
be the right approach but it will not account for either the varied impacts that cli-
mate change is having on the heritage of developed and developing countries or for 
the ability of communities to protect their heritage in the face of these impacts. In 
much of the world resoutces simply do not exist for communities to hire 'experts': it 
will be up to locals, often drawing on generations of lived experience and traditional 
knowledge, ro deal with environmental change. Indeed, provided communities can 
maintain their resilience, this may in fact produce the better results, by drawing on 
the resources of whole communities and recognising cultural heritage - tangible and 
intangible - as integral ro and not simply a 'superstructural' element of societies. 
For some communities adapting to climate change will equate to cultural survival 
and require society-wide mobilisations. 
The point that technical solutions are important but insufficient ro manage the 
threats to heritage from climate change draws on a growing awareness that the 
environmental crisis more broadly is unlikely to be amenable ro a technological fix, 
although such a hope remains thoroughly ingrained in the cultural and political 
mindset of many people, including perhaps most politicians, in much of the world. 
In the later parts of this chapter we suggest ways in which a particular kind of 
heritage practice - one that is aware of the limitations of technical approaches - can 
contribute to environmental sustainability more generally. What is required, we 
argue, is a questioning of what is perhaps now the dominant approach to heritage, 
the instrumental view of it as a resource for economic development and growth. 
Such a view accords with the technical approach ro heritage and both are equally 
problematic. 
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Figure 9.1 Fagaloa Bay, Upolu, Samoa, 2006. A sea wall constructed in 2005 to hold back 
encroaching seas. Similar sea walls have been constructed along many parts of the 
north coast of Upolu in response to increasing inundation (Photo by the Anita 
Smith) 
Climate change, heritage and local communities 
Most work on climate change and heritage tends to see cultural and natural heritage 
as a potential or current 'victim', subject to the impacts of climate change and in 
need of protection or rescue. While natural heritage or the natural environment is 
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often at the centre of both climate change modelling and impact assessment, cultural 
heritage rarely features in international or scientific discussions about climate change 
unless these arise from an agency, such as the UNESCO World Heritage Centre, 
that is specifically involved in cultural heritage conservation. Our approach, in con-
trast, is to subsume both under the broad rubric of 'development' within the wider 
context of approaches that emphasise poverty reduction, social justice, and develop-
ment practice (rrSD et al. 2003). What is required, we believe, is a rethinking of the 
way that climate change and heritage are conceived. We want to see them approa-
ched not as separate technical fields of research and policy development, but as 
integral considerations for sound development practice, through examination of how 
local communities, heritage preservation and climate change intersect. In this way 
we can direct attention away from climate change as a threat to buildings and 
structures to climate change as a threat to the livelihoods and cultures of the people 
who give those buildings, structures and other cultural expressions life. 
In this we draw on approaches that stress adaptation and the building of cultural 
resilience, approaches that are animating much of the discourse and practice 
around climate change in the development community (rrSD et al. 2003; IPCC 
2007; Working Group on Climate Change and Development 2007). Adaptation is 
defined as: 
the ability to respond and adjust to actual or potential impacts of changing 
climate conditions in ways that moderate harm or take advantage of any posi-
tive opportunities that the climate may afford. It includes policies and measures 
to reduce exposure to climate variability and extremes, and the strengthening of 
adaptive capacity. 
(rrSD et al. 2003: 5) 
This approach starts from the premise that climate change has advanced to the 
extent that we must now start working out how to cope with and adapt to its 
effects. Even should CO2 emissions be immediately and substantially reduced at a 
global scale, which unfortunately appears unlikely in the near future, the process of 
global warming and its impacts will continue for many years. While urgent miti-
gation strategies for the reduction of greenhouse gases must continue, so should the 
development of strategies for adaptation to climate change. 
The most recent assessment report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) emphasises that the adaptive capacity of communities is intimately 
connected to social and economic development, and is therefore not evenly dis-
tributed across and within societies (Wilbanks et al. 2007: Chapter 7). The report 
highlights the disproportionately greater impact climate change is predicted to have 
on the poor, on traditional societies and on indigenous peoples, especially where 
communities rely on subsistence agriculture. From a development perspective, cen-
tral to adaptation is recognition that poor people's livelihoods are often precarious 
and therefore it is through building cultural resilience in general that a community's 
capacity to successfully adapt to climate change will be enhanced. Natural disasters 
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Figure 9.2 Niue Island. 2004. During cyclone Heta in 2004 the force of the giant waves 
threw this coral boulder. nearly three metres in diameter. up the 20-metre-
high cliff that surrounds the island and inland another 20 metres to land on this 
house platform (Photo by Anita Smith) 
and other sudden shocks can have a major impact on incomes. Climate change is 
already having such an effect. and this is likely to increase as temperatures rise. 
Numerous long-term changes in climate. including changes in Arctic temperatures 
and ice. widespread changes in precipitation amounts, ocean salinity, wind patterns 
and aspects of extreme weather including droughts, heavy precipitation, heat waves 
and the increasing intensity of tropical cyclones, have been observed. Of course not 
all of the effects of climate change will take the form of sudden shocks like storms or 
more intense cyclones. Problems may manifest only incrementally: less rainfall over 
many years, or slowly rising sea levels, or the gradual spread of pests and disease, for 
instance. Whatever the case, the point is that already vulnerable people and com-
munities are especially vulnerable to climate change. 
Four regions are identified by the IPCC as especially vulnerable to the effects of 
climate change, both because of the predicted nature of the environmental impacts 
and the social and economic circumstances of the population who live in them: 
the Arctic, because of the impacts of high rates of projected warming on natural 
systems and human communities; 
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Africa, because of low adaptive capacity and the severity of projected climate 
change impacts; 
small islands, where there is high exposure of population and infrastructure to 
projected climate change impacts; 
Asian and African megadeltas, due to large populations and high exposure to 
sea level rise, storm surges and river flooding 
(IPCC 2007: 9) 
Climate change exacerbates existing problems, such as water and food shortages, 
agricultural production difficulties such as crop failure, drought, salinity, over-graz-
ing, arable land shortages, and market distortions, and the spread of disease and 
intensification of other health issues, all of which contribute to and maintain 
inequalities that exist between the developing and developed world. The vulner-
ability of poor communities in general is compounded for those who live in the 
high-risk areas noted above and especially the coastal and river flood plains, the low-
lying deltas in Africa and Asia and the small island nations. The capacity of com-
munities to adapt to current and predicted effects of climate change is dependent on 
a society's productive base, including natural and human-made capital assets, social 
networks and entitlements, human capital, institutions, governance, national 
income, health and level of technological capability (Wilbanks et al. 2007: 727-31). 
Indeed, because adaptive capacity is so closely linked to social and economic 
development, the importance of empowering local communities to deal with climate 
change cannot be understated. In shorr: 
the reduction of vulnerabilities and the improvement of resilience of poor 
people to withstand the impacts of climate change will improve their security: 
that is, the extent to which they can live their lives and conduct their liveli-
hoods free from threats. 
(IISD et al. 2003: 6) 
For our purposes we are interested in the intersection of climate change, heritage 
and vulnerable communities. We see the role of heritage in this equation in two 
ways: first, as a source of income; and second as a form of capital - 'cultural 
capital' - for poor people and communities without substantial access to financial 
capital. In this second sense we do not see culture as valuable only when it enters 
the exchange process (in this regard the term 'capital' is a little misleading, but 
given we want to emphasise culture's role as a resource on which people can draw, we 
think the term useful). Cultural capital can serve as a resource to give social"-lleaning 
and stability to communities - as the cultural underpinning of communities -
without being used as a commodity in any sense. Any threat to the maintenance of 
this sort of cultural capital represents a major threat to these people's and commu-
nities' livelihoods. What we are interested in, therefore, is how climate change is 
likely to affect the cultural underpinnings of poor people's livelihoods - it is through 
this lens that we consider the impacts on heritage assets, rather than seeing the 
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impacts on heritage assets in isolation from the cultural and social contexts in which 
those assets originate and which give them meaning. This has the added advantage of 
putting the focus on people as the creators, maintainers and beneficiaries of heritage. 
But it will require a different approach to climate change as it affects local commu-
nities, as the International Institute for Sustainable Development points out: 
For too long the whole climate change debate has focused at the global level, both 
in terms of global climate and in relation to the global economic and political 
system. When considering adaptation, starting from this perspective misses the 
point. Adaptation is about - and must build from - the actions of people, especially 
the poorest people who are the most vulnerable and most likely to actively adapt. 
(IISD et aI., 2003: 1) 
In fact poor people who have strong and vibrant cultural heritage assets (whether 
tangible or intangible) are actually better positioned than many other poor people, 
especially those living in parlous physical and social conditions in war-torn cities, or 
in unhealthy slums. It should be recognised that these cultural and heritage assets 
are valuable, and even more so to poor people. In many cases it will be their only 
real capital. However, ensuring the voices of vulnerable communities are heard and 
their needs met will be difficult: as so often in the world system, national wealth 
and political power determine the level of attention received. 
Knowledge of their natural surroundings leads many of these peoples to wisely 
conclude that the only way to adapt is to reclaim, restore and promote their 
traditional, ancestral ways of life, while distancing and differentiating them-
selves from the conventional proposals which they question ... The many 
solutions they seek include ecological agriculture, traditional medicine, sus-
tainable soil and water management, the construction of decent housing, and 
affordable alternative energies. 
(Friends of the Earth 2007: 3) 
Although traditional and indigenous communities may in general be more vulnerable 
to climate change, these communities are not and have never been passive in the face 
of environmental changes, and the intelligence and flexibility of traditional systems of 
land use are cultural responses to social, cultural and environmental change in the past 
(IUeN 2007). Traditional knowledge systems have only recently begun to be recog-
nised within international climate change discourse as powerful tools for monitoring 
climate change at the local level and for the development and implementation of 
sustainable and successful adaptation strategies, linked to sustainable development. 
The abstraction of climate science and the large scale at which scientific modelling 
takes place means this discourse is often less effective in provoking local responses than 
personal observations and experiences [which} evoke deeply felt emotions, as 
familiar signs of seasonal changes become decoupled and traditional knowledge 
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of the weather becomes invalidated. Scientific causal explanations of climate 
changes may be seen as removed and abstract: invisible things are being put out 
into the atmosphere by anonymous corporations and states. As a consequence, 
people may feel powerless andlor not responsible for combating climate chan-
ges, despite their own vivid experiences of climate change impacts. 
(Salik and Byg 2007: 18) 
Indigenous and local communities observe environmental changes at the local level, 
at a scale that cannot be predicted by the large-scale models which the IPCC and 
other global agencies use to monitor and predict impacts (Salik and Byg 2007). Of 
note are several studies of Inuit observations of recent environmental change in the 
Arctic, in particular the observations of a group of elders and hunters of Nunvat that 
the weather is Uggianaqtuq or behaving in unexpected ways with associated changes 
in animal populations and the timing of their movements (Fox 2003). Unfortunately 
such detailed studies are still few in number but they provide sufficient data on local 
environmental changes observed by local and Indigenous communities to argue for 
the value of local knowledge not just in monitoring climate change but in adapta-
tion. As the aforementioned study recognises, local traditional and Indigenous 
knowledge of the environment and its changing characteristics is not simply an 
alternative information source to be utilised as data in the development of scientific 
models, but is the intangible cultural heritage of these communities and needs to be 
respected as such. In relation to the adaptive capacity of Indigenous peoples, Berkes 
and Jolly (2001) concluded that cultural and ecological adaptations of the Inuvialuit 
of the Canadian Arctic, which have enabled them to live in their highly variable and 
uncertain environment, represent long-term adaptive strategies for climate change: 
Switching species and adjusting the 'where, when, and how' of hunting are 
examples of shorter-term responses. On the other hand, adaptations such as 
flexibility in seasonal hunting patterns, traditional knowledge that allows the 
community to diversifY hunting activities, networks for sharing food and other 
resources, and intercommunity trade are longer-term, culturally ingrained 
mechanisms. 
(Berkes and Jolly 2001: 18) 
Similarly, the traditional knowledge systems that have enabled Pacific Island com-
munities to thrive in the Oceanic environment provide mechanisms for adaptation 
to climate change and extreme weather events. The most recent assessment report of 
the IPCC identifies small island states around the world as being especially vulner-
able to the effects of climate change, sea-level rise and extreme events. People from 
small island communities in the Pacific Ocean are likely to become some of the 
world's first 'sea-level refugees'. Sea-level rise, increasing storm activity and asso-
ciated coastal erosion are reducing the size of small islands in the Pacific where at 
least 50 per cent of the populations live within 1.5km of the coast, the location of 
almost all infrastructure and capital cities. The small island ecosystems are especially 
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vulnerable to environmental degradation and have a high coastline-to-Iand area, so 
damage from rising sea levels, wave action and storms are magnified, with increasing 
salt water incursion into often limited fresh water in coastal areas making sub-
sistence gardening and commercial agriculture less productive. Current evidence 
suggests cyclonic activity will become increasingly pronounced, with cyclones of 
longer duration and greater intensity (Barnett 2005: 204). 
Notwithstanding this, Pacific Island societies are remarkably well attuned to the 
relatively large variations in environmental conditions that have occurred in the 
recent and more distant past, with the associated high resilience fostering an ability 
to cope with natural environmental changes. Archaeological evidence demonstrates 
that although communities in the Pacific Islands have experienced short- and long-
term environmental changes due to fluctuations in temperature and rainfall patterns 
and the impacts of catastrophic events including volcanic eruptions, tsunamis and 
cyclones (Allen 2006), the flexibility and resilience of the Pacific Island social systems 
and their long-established strategies for dealing with climate variability have enabled 
communities to live in the Oceanic environment for over three millennia. For exam-
ple, across the Pacific traditional resource management systems, such as ra'ui in the 
Cook Islands, allow delineated and enforceable control over the gathering or collecting 
of particular food or plants at particular times of the year or in certain places (Tiraa 
2006) and provide a culturally embedded system of conservation for adaptation to 
short- and long-term environmental impacts of climate change on natural resources. 
In short, local communities are often best placed to determine the appropriate 
responses to local impacts and have a right to do so in an informed manner, pro-
tecting their tangible and intangible heritage within their cultural and social 
frameworks. A recent IUCN report (Macchi et al. 2008) has argued that climate 
change adaptation by Indigenous and traditional peoples rests on reducing factors 
that increase their vulnerability, such as poverty and inequality, marginalisation, 
poor health and nutrition, coupled with enhancing their resilience through 
strengthening traditional economies and social and economic networks that encou-
rage cooperation and reciprocation, self-reliance, mutual aid and local production. 
This would also entail, and draw on, an associated cultural revitalisation. 
It is important to note that we do not reject the importance of technological or 
scientific approaches to climate change adaptation. Our point is that such approa-
ches stand a much better chance of success if they are also culturally appropriate. 
Adaptation strategies imposed from outside may be technologically possible but 
culturally undesirable. As Foale (2008: 33) argues in relation to the protection of 
marine environments in Melanesia, rather than the current international approach of 
protecting 'Biodiversity Hotspots', an approach to conservation that emphasises 
maintenance of ecological functions in the interest of sustaining food security and 
cash benefits from reef-associated resources would be more in line with Millennium 
Development Goals for participatoty natural resource and ecosystem management 
systems that deliver pro-poor ourcomes. Such an approach has the potential to 
embrace traditional knowledge of marine resources and their management and 
recognises the rights of the traditional owners of these resources. 
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The Capacity Building to enable the Development of Adaptation Measures in 
Pacific Island Countries (CBDAMPIC) project was one of the first projects in the 
Pacific to support adaptation implementation at the village level. Completed in 
2006, the project involved sixteen villages in several Pacific Island countries in cli-
mate change impact assessment and community-based adaptation options. The aim 
was to incorporate adaptation into existing village decision-making processes and 
contribute to building the resilience of communities to climate-related risks, 
including through construction of sea-walls, relocation of villages, and the intro-
duction of water-saving devices, thereby improving livelihoods and alleviating pov-
erty by aligning climate change adaptation with sustainable development principles. 
Alongside such community-based and traditional approaches there is also a need 
for culturally appropriate education materials about climate change and human 
impacts on the environment to assist communities in understanding those impacts 
within their culturally diverse world views (cf. Foale 2008: 34). To assist in this 
information sharing, in 2007 the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change Secretariat established a database of Local Coping Strategies as a 
means to ensure 
transfer of long-standing coping strategies/mechanisms, knowledge and experi-
ence from communities that have had to adapt to specific hazards or climatic 
conditions to communities that may just be starting to experience such condi-
tions as a result of climate change. 
(UNFCCC 2000) 
In practice, provided that communities consent ro the dissemination of their local 
traditional knowledge, this is also a form of protection of cultural heritage through 
documentation. 
However, most Indigenous communities no longer rely exclusively on their tra-
ditional resources and all are tied to non-traditional economic, social and political 
systems that limit their flexibility in responding ro environmental change through 
traditional mechanisms. Rerurning to the example of the Inuit communities: 
although, as discussed above, their long history of adaptation to changing environ-
mental conditions does enhance community resilience to climate change, their flex-
ibility to respond to climate variability and unpredictability has been reduced by 
settlement in permanent communities, associated loss of traditional resource bases and 
breakdown in the transfer of traditional knowledge to the young (Ford et al. 2006). 
In the Pacific region, the first 'climate change refugees' are likely to be people 
from the tiny low-lying Pacific Island nation of Tuvalu: Here the community is 
already experiencing increasing coastal erosion and rising of the salt water table, 
with serious negative consequences for staple root crops (Corlett 2008). Should 
mitigation strategies be roo slow or too late to halt climate change before it makes 
life untenable for communities in places like Tuvalu, the low-lying deltas of Asia 
and elsewhere, the IPCC (2007: 56) recognises that the destruction of heritage as 
part of the overall environmental impacts will take place on a large scale. Effects on 
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cultural heritage will include damage to physical fabric, and loss of traditional 
practices and associations with place. Strategies to relocate communities will be 
needed. At this stage there has been little consideration of how the protection of 
cultural heritage will be incorporated into the development of these sttategies. 
While movable cultural heritage can in theory be transported, the loss of place 
associated with historical and cultural identity, natural and cultural resources and 
impacts on cultural practices in general, as well as social networks and cultural 
knowledge, are likely to be great. Programs to reduce these impacts will need to be 
implemented long in advance of any forced migration of communities from areas 
that climate change has rendered uninhabitable. 
Programs for recording of traditional knowledge and customary practices of 
peoples, such as the cultural mapping project being undertaken by the Fiji 
Government, may provide a model framework for the development of useful tools to 
protect cultural heritage and cultural knowledge should climate change necessitate 
abandonment or relocation. Fiji's program, established in 2004, is creating a 
national inventory of traditional knowledge and expressions of culture in all 14 
provinces of Fiji (Ministry of Fijian Affairs, Culture and Heritage 2007). The 
documented knowledge is held in a database that respects and protects the owner-
ship of knowledge through restricting access to traditional custodians of the 
knowledge. The long-term benefit is protection of cultural heritage through the 
recording process and the building of cultural resilience through reinvigorating 
cultural knowledge, especially in relation to traditional understandings and uses of 
natural and cultural resources. 
Similarly, the UNESCO Endangered Languages Program seeks to conserve lan-
guages that are at risk of extinction and to revitalise their use within the speaker 
community. Many of the languages considered at risk are those of minorities and/or 
marginalised groups. The program recognises that among a range of capacity-
building measures, strengthening the speaker community by improving living con-
ditions and respect for human rights are important elements in the conservation of 
the language that sit alongside the need to document and record the language itself 
(UNESCO 2003). 
Climate change, culture and human rights 
The recognition of the likely need for abandonment of certain particularly vulner-
able places in the face of climate change raises several difficult but very important 
issues about the rights of affected communities. The world already faces an intract-
able refugee problem, which will be exacerbated by climate change refugees. 
Already the President of the Indian Ocean nation of the Maldives - most of which is 
less than one metre above sea level - has been reported as expressing interest in 
buying land in another country to relocate his nation's citizens' (Henley 2008). 
Corlett (2008: ch. 3) argues that a system independent of the existing international 
refugee protection system is needed to deal with people displaced by environmental 
problems like climate change. But 
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protection from climate-related displacement must be founded on an objective 
means of assessing when a particular place becomes uninhabitable. There are 
empirical issues at stake here. How do you determine and measure climate-
related factors leading to displacement? How will they be separated from other 
factors, including other environmental factors, which may lead to dislocation? 
At what point does a physical environment become so degraded that it is no 
longer capable of sustaining a humane existence? 
The answers to questions like these rely not just on some sort of scientific 
observation. They are value laden. Indeed, they point to a question of an alto-
gether higher order: what is a humane existence? 
(Corlett 2008: 50) 
Corlett points out that the existing international human rights framework can pro-
vide some assistance in answering this question: the UN Declaration on Human 
Rights, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, and others. 
While the limitations of the international human rights framework are acknowl-
edged (Cordes-Holland 2007), it will be interesting to see what role it might play 
in mitigating and managing the effects of climate change. Cultural rights have 
always been hard to legislate for, or to protect in international agreements (Lang field 
et al. 2009), and the task is fraught with difficulties: finding a suitable middle 
ground between cultural relativism and cultural imperialism poses real problems. As 
we have argued in this chapter, managing climate change requires more than just 
technological solutions. It requires an assertion of the validity and effectiveness of 
local understandings, traditional knowledge systems and community participation. 
It requires, in other words, an acknowledgement of the power of culture. But it also 
requires an acknowledgement that culture is vulnerable to climate change. In either 
case, we believe there will be a heightened emphasis on culture as a human right -
as a right threatened by climate change, and as a right whose expression can help 
communities to adapt to climate change. 
There are two potential ramifications of this. First, there is likely to be an 
expansion of the concept of human rights to take account of the threats to the 
environment and cultures from climate change and other forms of environmental 
degradation. The protection of the environment will take on more of the character of 
other rights assertions, especially given the indivisibility of cultural heritage and the 
natural environment asserted by most traditional and Indigenous communities. The 
right to live in a clean, safe and sustainable environment will become just as press-
ing as the right to live free of oppression. Further, there will be an awareness of the 
close connection between environmental and cultural rights, that the destruction of 
the environment is the destruction of cultural resources or cultural heritage. 
Second, it may become increasingly common to use international rights instru-
ments in the defence of environmental and cultural rights. For instance, could States 
Parties to the World Heritage Convention be held to be in breach of their obliga-
tions to protect their World Heritage properties from climate change? Could it be 
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argued that, for example, refusing to introduce sufficiently stringent CO2 emission 
reduction targets represents a threat to Australia's Great Barrier Reef and Kakadu 
National Park? Could displacement of peoples due to sea-level rise represent an 
infringement of various human rights instruments by the nations most responsible 
for CO2 emissions, and leave nations and political leaders vulnerable to charges of 
human rights abuses? In a foreshadowing of the potential use of international 
instruments in protecting cultural heritage, in 2005 the Inuit people of Alaska and 
Canada filed a petition in the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights 
(IACHR), 'alleging that the failure of the United States to curtail its [greenhouse 
gas} emissions constitutes a violation of [Inuit} rights and freedoms protected by 
regional and international human rights law'. The petition alleges the infringement 
of a number of rights: 
First, the Inuit's right to enjoy their culture, particularly their subsistence way 
of life, is violated by the widespread environmental change that is occurring. 
Meanwhile, the right to use and enjoy traditional Inuit lands is allegedly vio-
lated because large tracts of Inuit lands are fundamentally changing, in some 
areas becoming inaccessible. A particular problem is the disappearance of sea ice, 
which is used by the Inuit to travel and hunt, and is now often thin and unsafe. 
The Inuit's right to enjoy their property is allegedly infringed because 
climate change has reduced the value of both the Inuit's personal property -
including hides, snowmobiles, and dog sleds - as well as their 'cultural intel-
lectual property', namely their traditional knowledge, which is now often 
'unreliable or inaccurate as a result of climate change'. In addition, Inuit rights 
to health and life are being impacted by new pressures on the Inuit to maintain 
their traditional diet, as well as increasing numbers of life-threatening accidents 
caused by changes to ice, snow and land. Rights of the Inuit to residence and 
movement, and to inviolability of the home, are also allegedly infringed because 
of threats to the physical integrity of their homes. Storm surges, permafrost 
melt and erosion are destroying coastal homes and communities, whilst in 
inland areas, slumping and landslides are threatening homes and infrastructure. 
(Cordes-Holland 2007) 
While the Inuit petition was ultimately rejected by the IACHR, the Commission 
did invite the chief petitioner, Sheila Watt-Courier, to provide testimony on 
the connection between human rights and climate change (Watt-Courier, undated 
c. 2007). This is one of the more prominent examples of a growing push to treat 
climate change as a human rights issue, with a particular focus on the impacts on 
cultural rights of Indigenous peoples. There are a number of areas of international 
human rights law, specifically the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, that may be infringed by climate change, including: the right of minorities 
to enjoy their culture; the right of self-determination; the right to life; the right to 
ptotection of privacy, family and the home; the right to freedom of residence and 
movement (Cordes-Holland 2007). 
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Concern about the impact of climate change on World Heritage sites has focused 
on natural sites, for obvious reasons. Under Article 11(4) of the World Heritage 
Convention, a number of sites - Sagarmatha National Park in Nepal, Huascaran 
National Park in Peru, the Great Barrier Reef and Greater Blue Mountains Area in 
Australia, Belize's Barrier Reef Reserve System, the Waterton-Glacier International 
Peace Park in the United States and Canada - have been the subject of petitions to 
include them on the 'List of World Heritage in Danger' because of their particular 
vulnerability to the effects of climate change (Huggins 2007). All of these sites are 
listed for their natural values, but most also have extremely important cultural sig-
nificance for local people. Australia's Great Barrier Reef is a good example. Recent 
debate about the country's response to climate change has seen critics of the gov-
ernment's weak CO2 emission targets charge the government with putting the reef 
in danger. The reefs environmental values have become a part of the nation's 
broader cultural identity. Its significance is anchored in Australians' strong physical 
and cultural attachment to the sea - the vast majority of the island continent's 
population lives close to the coast - and their perception - however flawed in reality 
it might be - of Australia as a place with a unique and pristine environment. The 
reef and the adjacent Wet Tropics World Heritage area are also important places to 
local Indigenous communities who have drawn on their resources for millennia and 
built sophisticated cultural understandings of them. 
Huggins (2007) argues that the World Heritage Convention imposes obligations 
on States Parties to protect World Heritage sites within their own jurisdictions, and 
those in other countries, from climate change. Article 5 of the Convention obliges 
States Parties to 'endeavor, in so far as possible', to counteract dangers that threaten 
their cultural or natural heritage and to 'take appropriate legal, scientific, technical, 
administrative and financial measures necessary for the identification, protection, 
conservation, presentation and rehabilitation of this heritage'. This includes, Hug-
gins maintains, 'a duty on States Parties to commit to "deep cuts" in GHG emis-
sions'. She concludes: 'if the Convention is to remain an effective tool for protecting 
and conserving sites of universal value for future generations States Parties must 
engage in extensive mitigation strategies without delay'. 
Despite the increasingly clear danger that climate change poses to World Heri-
tage sites there have been to date no sites added to the World Heritage In Danger 
list for this reason. It is in fact quite difficult and rare for sites to be listed on the 
List of World Heritage Sites in Danger. The World Heritage Committee is unable 
to list sites without the consent of the relevant State Party and, given the prestige 
that World Heritage sites are seen to accord the nations in which they are situated, 
such consent is infrequently forthcoming. The World Heritage Convention has been 
one of the most successful and popular of the UN bodies' international instruments, 
and there is considerable reluctance to introduce controversial issues into its ambit 
for fear of destroying the cooperation and accord that has characterised its imple-
mentation until now. 
While threatened communities and groups will no doubt continue to explore 
international legal avenues in their efforts to combat climate change and its effects, 
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it is worth remaining cognisant of the limitations of legal action to deal with what 
is essentially a political issue. Ultimately the risks associated with climate change 
will only be tackled if sufficient people in individual countries can convince their 
governments through political processes - construed in the broadest sense - that it 
is the population's will that action be taken, and that there will be a political cost 
for inaction. Indeed, heavy reliance on legal strategies can sometimes have a negative 
effect on political campaigns, if legal action is seen as a substitute for other kinds of 
activism, since legal processes are largely slow, expensive and exclusive of non-
legally trained individuals. Legal action can only ever be one tactic employed by 
political campaigns, not the primary focus. 
Heritage and sustainability 
The processes of the World Heritage Convention provide some scope for the inter-
vention of heritage as a profession and a practice into the effort to combat climate 
change and cope with its impacts. But there are other ways in which heritage 
practitioners can exert a more substantial influence on the climate change debate 
than they have to date. Indeed, if we are to think about adaptation strategies and 
building cultural reliance in the ways that we have called for, there is a pressing 
need to move the discourse beyond scientific considerations and outside the prism 
(prison) of economic growth. What is required above all else is a new way of 
thinking about our world, about the way we use its resources and the effect we have 
on our cultural and natural environments. It is in the development of such a new 
way of thinking that we believe heritage preservation can playa very important role. 
Our claim for the integration of climate change, heritage and development prac-
tice demands a reassessment of the role of heritage in economic development strate-
gies. Contemporary heritage conservation has its origins in the late-nineteenth-
century reaction against the destructiveness of industrial capitalism. It was an 
inevitable reaction to, but also a manifestation of, the ethic of relentless progress 
that characterised the second half of the nineteenth century. One becomes particu-
larly conscious of the legacies of the past when they are under threat. It was the 
destruction of war and the additional damage to historic buildings and structures 
during post-war reconstruction that stimulated the rise of heritage consciousness and 
a heritage profession in the second half of the twentieth century. The great inter-
national heritage instruments - the World Heritage Convention and the Venice 
Charter - emerged in this context. Heritage was being preserved from potential 
destruction. It needed special laws to protect it since it was largely not valued suf-
ficiently by the market (or, sometimes, by local communities) to survive in a free 
market system. The iron law of capitalist real estate markets - 'highest and best use' 
should prevail - had to be ameliorated by citizen protest and regulatory interven-
tion. There grew, thus, a strong view that heritage preservation and heritage pro-
fessionals were 'anti-development'. 
Over the past few decades, to counter this view, and to assert the political rele-
vance of their field, many heritage policy makers have sought to demonstrate that 
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heritage - or heritage places - are just as commodifiable, just as capable of stimu-
lating economic growth and jobs as any other 'industry'. Thus heritage economics is 
a burgeoning field, heritage is now seen as a primary resource for the tourism 
industry, and town planners seek to regenerate declining industrial areas through 
'investing in heritage' (European Association of Historic Towns and Regions 2007). 
The defensive preservation model, then, has given way to a 'wise use' approach. 
UNESCO and other agencies, Boccardi points out, have come to believe that 
heritage, both cultural and natural, can and should positively contribute to 
sustainable development. In this perspective, cultural heritage properties should 
be protected not only for their intrinsic value, but because they constitute an 
important asset to sustain the economic growth and social development of 
communities. 
(Boccardi 2007: 6-7) 
There is increasing evidence that the balance between preservation and economic 
growth is extremely difficult to achieve. More accurate would be to place heritage 
preservation and social development, on the one hand, in tension with economic 
growth on the other. As Askew argues in this volume, the way that nation-states use 
the World Heritage system to further their own development and political agendas 
often has very little to do with the preservation of heritage for its 'intrinsic value'. 
At national and local levels it is increasingly common to make the case for heritage 
preservation as a form of economic development - often as a form of tourism devel-
opment. It seems clear, though, that in many cases there is a real tension between 
economic growth and heritage preservation. However, our point is a somewhat dif-
ferent one. It is possible to ensure that economic development does not harm the 
immediate heritage preservation needs of heritage sites. But should heritage pre-
servation advocates be engaged in the whole process of encouraging economic 
growth at all? This question will no doubt come as a shock to many readers. Perhaps 
we can put it in a different, more open, way: what role can heritage play in the 
creation of sustainable societies? 
Our point is to call for a different way of thinking, one that draws on and 
emphasises the adaptation approach to climate change that we discussed in the first 
part of this chapter. That is, it is a way of thinking that is entirely compatible with 
the emphasis on local understanding and solutions, Indigenous knowledge, poverty 
alleviation and social justice that makes up the essence of our approach to climate 
change and heritage. This involves the decoupling of heritage preservation from 
processes of commodification, and an emphasis on the conservative essence of heri-
tage - that is, the idea of heritage as the opposite of never-ending growth, renewal, 
waste and consumption, being embedded in a specific society rather than an 
'expression' of that society that can be protected and preserved in isolation from it. 
In order to sustain such a new way of thinking an awareness of the differential 
developmental needs of different parts of the world is required. Our heritage practice 
needs to be more nuanced and more varied according to the needs of particular 
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regions and localities. In Britain, Australia, Europe or other parts of the developed 
world heritage practice should concentrate on the sustainable use of historic resour-
ces - natural, built and cultural - as substitutes for the consumption of new, scarce 
resources - the first beginnings of such an approach are starting to be made in the 
UK and other places, as we indicated at the start of this chapter. Economic activity 
related to heritage preservation should be a substitute for other unsustainable forms 
of economic activity - not just an addition to the overall rate of growth. On the 
other hand, in Africa or Southeast Asia, or other developing parts of the world, there 
may be more overt emphasis on absolute growth in economic activity, although, 
again, long-term sustainability should be a key feature. 
Conclusion 
In many ways the environmental and heritage movements share common impulses. 
They are both conservative in the true sense of the word: that is, interested in the 
preservation of what has been passed on from previous generations. They also have 
similar origins as movements and as shapers of public policy. In most Western 
countries, at least, both environmentalism and heritage protection started as grass 
roots movements that dragged governments - often kicking and screaming - along 
with them. Resistance from governments and other elites was, and in many cases 
remains, dogged. It seems clear from the slow pace of international negotiations 
around climate change treaties and from the nearly universally poor response of 
national governments to the climate crisis that governments and policy elites cannot 
be relied on to take the necessary measures to avert disaster: they will need to be 
pushed by grass roots movements and by ordinary citizens. 
The field of heritage preservation is rarely seen as a hotbed of political or social 
activism. Its strong middle-class, antiquarian and high-culture roots are never far 
from the surface. But at various times and in various places, claims for the preserva-
tion of heritage have combined with broader social and political claims to provide a 
radical critique of contemporary societies. The Green Bans movement in Australia in 
the early 1970s, when building workers and their trade union joined with resident 
and heritage groups to challenge the massive redevelopment and 'modernisation' of 
Sydney and Melbourne, is one example (Burgmann and Burgmann 1998). The claims 
of Indigenous peoples in many countries, including the Inuit of North America, the 
Orong Asli of Malaysia, and the Mirrar People of Australia's Northern Territory, for 
recognition of their cultural and land-use rights over the development agendas of 
modern industrial states, are another. Recognising the strengths of local commu-
nities, especially in particularly vulnerable places such as small island states, as lying 
in their cultural knowledge of their environments is important to enabling adapta-
tion to climate change. Heritage practitioners can playa major role in defending the 
cultural rights of local and Indigenous communities, perhaps in partnership with 
human rights advocates, using international human rights or heritage instruments. 
Ultimately, though, we believe that in the struggle against climate change 
heritage practitioners can make their most worthwhile contribution by arguing for a 
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de-commodified form of heritage practice that emphasises the involvement of local 
communities and recognition of their cultural resources; that resists being coopted 
into economic growth strategies unless they supplant other forms of unsustainable 
economic development; that focuses on heritage as an alternative way of viewing 
resources and their use (emphasising conservation of resources). By doing so we will 
not only improve heritage practice, but contribute ro the broader effort of creating a 
sustainable society. 
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